Introduction
My topic today is Strong libraries, strong societies which is my IFLA (International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions) presidential theme. Each IFLA president chooses a theme that best describes her or his goals during the presidency. I chose the theme because I firmly believe libraries exert a critical impact on society by fostering equal opportunities and providing equitable access to lifelong learning and education, research and innovation, culture and recreation for all. In so doing, libraries can contribute to building stronger communities and societies. Libraries can promote and support citizens' active participation in the life of their communities and help their users to also participate in the development of activities at their libraries. This is becoming more and more important. Libraries are no longer simply delivering their services, but planning and developing them together with the people who are using them. This is the way libraries keep and earn their legitimacy. Participation is the keyword.
Background of the theme
IFLA is actively working on projects and initiatives relating to libraries and development, in particular the impact libraries have on development. This also inspired me when I planned my theme.
Another reason why I chose this theme is because it springs from our own experiences in Finland that can now be regarded as an active and strong library country. But it wasn't always that way. Finland has developed from a poor agrarian country to a modern, knowledge-based economy in a rather short period of time -over the past fifty, perhaps sixty years.
We differ from most developed western countries in the late timing, rapid speed, and intensity of our transition into our present 21 st century industrial state.
The Finnish government has promoted an effective education system and free access to information through an extensive library network as part of the welfare state policy. According to our constitution, it is a basic right for citizens to have freedom of access to information. In Namibia there was a conference in 2013 dedicated to my theme in the African context. The presentations showed clearly how relevant and timely my theme is for many of the libraries and librarians in Africa. Many of the discussions that were held on this theme generated helpful recommendations for libraries and librarians to play a more active role in society by turning libraries into an integral part of society and playing this role more actively.
I was happy to have the chance to visit Tanzania again, where some years ago I was working in a library of an educational center for South African refugees. That early experience of the library and information environment in Africa influenced me also when I chose my presidential theme. In Tanzania I experienced the power of knowledge to people living in exile, far away from their home country. The library was the heart of the refugee center. It provided that community with a variety of materials from their home country, such as literature, newspapers, films, music, and cultural events to ease their homesickness and to prepare them for repatriation when that time eventually came.
In Tanzania I also had an opportunity to speak to a large group of students, at a library school in Bagamoyo, and discuss with them their views and concerns on the future of libraries. Through a North-South-South programme between universities in Finland and African countries, I have been informed of important issues to students and professors in the field.
I have also learned from my experiences in other projects related to libraries in Africa and Asia that libraries are a great place for delivering environmental materials for citizens. I was involved in a project to raise awareness of the potential that libraries can offer in guiding people on how they can take better care of their own environment and therefore concretely improve the quality of their own life and that of their communities and societies.
Framework for strong libraries
When I think of how libraries can become and stay strong, I believe they must operate within the context of a legal framework. By that I mean governments must recognize the rights of free access to information and freedom of expression must be established as a basic civil right, constitutionally and through legislation. Library legislation, in fact, must provide strong support for the development of comprehensive library and information services.
It is important that there are national library policies with strategic documents outlining this path. National recommendations or standards are also needed to promote consistency in service delivery.
It follows then that with such recognition and policy support from governments, libraries can legitimately request sustainable funding for the key services they provide to the community. Not just for the provision of improved physical infrastructure and collections, but also the availability of library education to train more professional staff.
If we wish to secure as many working places in libraries as possible, in spite of the economic downturn and difficulties in national and local budgets, then it is crucial to clearly communicate the importance of qualified staff to good library and information services and in that way to the concept of strong libraries. Even though we have some libraries in Finland and in some other countries open for extended hours without staff being present, that does not mean libraries no longer need trained staff. This new concept allows libraries to offer their facilities and collections to users for longer opening hours in the evenings and weekends when people have more time to use the library, but when there is not enough staff to work for more hours. This arrangement requires the installation of certain technical equipment including a RFID (radio-frequency identification) system for books, self-service terminals for lending and returning the loans, and security cameras. People have been very satisfied and the use of these libraries has increased. People feel the space is theirs and they feel they are trusted to use it, also without control and help by the library staff. So far no problems have been encountered in Finland in these self-service libraries.
How to define a strong library?
So how do we define strong libraries? Perhaps their strength is defined by their mission. Professor R. David Lankes (2011), of Syracuse University, USA, has suggested the core mission of libraries, public or otherwise, is creating a nation of informed and active citizens, and the job of the library is to fulfill the needs of the community members, not simply to house materials. Of course this all can't be left to individual libraries and librarians. That burden is too great. They must be supported at the local and national levels by their library associations and at the international level by IFLA. Not just the members of these associations: all of us must act as advocates and spokespeople for all libraries. We must be heard so the decision-makers and politicians and other relevant stakeholders are made aware, not only of the benefits of libraries for society, but at the same time, of the needs of libraries if they are to fulfill their mandates, including fostering community development.
It is here that we need to explore impact research and studies to demonstrate how libraries can have an impact on and benefit the communities and societies they serve. If we want to reassure the funders of the important role libraries play we need to base our arguments on facts and hard evidence. There is plenty of research available on this issue. It is our duty to highlight these facts so they can be of benefit to all libraries. Libraries must be more vocal in publicizing the role they can play, not only in the cultural context, but also in the economic, educational, and social lives of the communities they serve.
Furthermore, it would be useful to emphasize to decision makers, perhaps especially to politicians, that the economic return for investing in libraries is excellent. Surveys have consistently shown that for every euro spent on libraries about four euros are returned in economic benefits to the communities they serve. It is only through such advocacy that libraries can hope to secure adequate funding even during harsh economic times.
What is a strong society like?
If that is what strong libraries look like, then what is the profile of a strong society? It stands to reason that strong societies consist of informed citizens who actively participate in the life and activities of their community. So, participation lies at the core of my theme. Strong libraries that can meet the information, recreational, cultural, educational, and social needs of their users can promote and support participation and involvement in a democratic society. Active citizenship forms the basis for a democratic society and therefore information and knowledge are the modern tools of citizenship-universal availability through libraries is essential.
Strong societies are open, free, and equal, giving their citizens the possibility to use all their knowledge, abilities, and skills to benefit their own and their families' lives, the community they live in, and thus their entire society. And that lies at the heart of all socio-economic development.
Participation and libraries
Libraries are enablers and equalizers that make it possible for all people to live a rich life and participate to their full potential in the activities of their communities.
I link participation strongly with civil society. According to a Finnish definition made by Aaro Harju (2003), a civil society is characterized by citizens' spontaneity and activeness, participation and doing, public utility and autonomy, voluntariness and optionality, laymanship and professionalism, flexibility and independence, communality and locality, ethics and solidarity. In a civil society, citizens organize activities and services for themselves as well as for others out of their own hopes and premises.
Harju also states that the spontaneity and activeness of citizens stem first and foremost from the willingness to participate and act. People are motivated when they have an interest in some subject matter. The willingness to participate, to take part and to gather experiences, adds substance to people's lives. Spontaneous activity acts as a good counterbalance to work and brings variety to an individual's life. Through participation, the person can make new friends New times, new library activities (Schulz, 2014) We must be heard so that the decisionmakers and politicians and other relevant stakeholders are made aware, not only of the benefits of libraries for society, but at the same time, of the needs of libraries if they are to fulfill their mandates, including fostering community development and break the circle of loneliness. The desire to learn for oneself, but also help others, encourages many people to be active and participate in the activities of civil society.
Participation offers the opportunity and ability to exert an influence. A civil society provides numerous ways in which an individual can make a difference. The possibility to have an influence represents an important dimension of citizens' spontaneous activities within the contexts of civil society.
Nancy Kranich (2001) from Rutgers University, USA, has written about libraries and a civil society. She states that as libraries serve to prepare citizens for a lifetime of civic participation, they also encourage the development of a civil society. They provide the information and the opportunities for dialogue the public needs to make decisions about common concerns. As community forums, they encourage active citizenship that renew and invigorate communities. When people are better informed, they are more likely to participate in policy discussions in which they can freely communicate their ideas and concerns. Most importantly, citizens need civic spaces where they can speak freely, share similar interests and concerns, and pursue what they believe is in their interest. Librarians can teach the public how to identify and evaluate information that is essential to making decisions that affect the way they live, work, learn, and govern themselves. Libraries also provide the real and virtual spaces for members of the community to exchange ideas -ideas fundamental to democratic participation and civil society. This is exactly what I mean by "Strong libraries, strong societies".
The Internet environment represents a new kind of participatory culture that is also affecting the functions of libraries. Libraries are part of the communities they serve and changes in those communities will be felt sooner or later in the functioning of libraries. Libraries have been the forerunners of networking and the large use of information technology by library patrons. Libraries are one of the most active users of social media in municipalities, and market their events and exhibitions in the social media as it reaches out to groups that usually are not reached through library communication channels or through advertisement in newspapers. The traditional task of libraries has not changed. Thanks to advanced net services, library and information services are just more effective and diverse.
Libraries are public spaces. Some libraries have linked the participatory culture of civil society to library planning to find best solutions to meet the needs of their users. I would like to give examples from Denmark, UK, and Finland of this type of civic participation in library planning.
Århus, Denmark
The new city library will be opened this year, 2015. I am very much looking forward to visiting it in April. For years, the users have been involved in the planning of the new kinds of services and spaces. The new library building is the result of years of experimenting with new library concepts, rather than just transporting book shelves to a shiny new landmark building. In Århus, the focus is more on the user and her or his interests and needs. Everybody's opinion is important. For instance, at a workshop organized by the library, children were allowed to use their imagination and give free rein to their ideas. They came back with ideas like bookshelves that can be climbed up, a bouncy castle, a ball pool, animals in a garden and fruit trees with swings on them. It became clear that children might find it boring to look at all those bookshelves in the library. Children need more space to move around.
The comments coming from users in World Café 2 discussions, in experimental labs, or workshops have provided hints to the architects for their work to help them empathize with the world of children, the handicapped, and other user groups. The library's partners, i.e. educational institutions, clubs and organizations which use the library, were also able to give their input, wishes, and ideas for the interior design. In År-hus, the library is seen also as a center for innovation. Certain events are in the pipeline, especially those related to the "maker-culture", which means the "do-it-yourself" culture of Surveys have consistently shown that for every euro spent on libraries about four euros are returned in economic benefits to the communities they serve As a part of the project Urban Mediaspace, the city of Århus has build the new library Dokk1, on Århus harbour by the mouth of the river Children came back with ideas like bookshelves that can be climbed up, a bouncy castle, a ball pool, animals in a garden and fruit trees with swings on them our electronic age. The focus at these events will be on what can be done with technological junk, for example, how an old iPad can be used for other functions. According to Knud Schulz, the manager of the library in Århus, the libraries of the future will be concerned with people, not just media. Schulz has stated that they, the librarians, considered the library as a place, as a space, and as a relation. First: the library as a place within the city, as a landmark and as a catalyst of urban development. Second: the library as a space for social interaction, as an important hub of the public domain, and as an experience. Third: the library as a relation, with other cultural institutions and creative entrepreneurs. The new building was designed to facilitate these new roles for the library.
Idea Stores, and Birmingham Central Library, UK
There are also libraries that have had active discussions with their users while they have planned new library buildings or services. Idea Stores are new types of libraries that have been developed in London during the last decade; they are more than just a library or a place for learning. As well as library services, they offer a wide range of adult learning courses and an impressive program of activities and events. The library staff spent two years in discussions with different user groups before starting to plan the first Idea Store.
In Birmingham, the new main library was opened in 2013 and there too, the citizens were involved in the planning process. The building is connected to the theater next-door, and there is an amphitheater and room for exhibitions, music performances, films, and readings. This building shows the library of the 21 st century can be a dynamic, attractive forum for public life. It gives people many more reasons to go to the library and this gives them more opportunities to educate themselves and to realize their own potential.
Helsinki Central Library, Finland
The new Central Library will be the main project of the year celebrating Finland's 100 years of independence in 2017. This symbolizes the strong status libraries enjoy in Finland even if the economic situation has affected libraries and their resources. The Central Library is planned to be in the Helsinki city center, opposite the Parliament, in close proximity to the new Music Hall, and near a major logistic hub where the main railway station, metro station, tram, and bus lines are all nearby. It will complement the culture cluster in the area with a house of literary art where literature can be expressed in new forms. Here too, the citizens have been involved in the planning and various experiments to test ideas. Many good ideas and much feedback were gathered from the people taking part in these events. People have also been asked to give ideas in participatory budgeting workshops; in these they are asked how they would spend 100,000 euros in developing new services. Four ideas are being developed further:
-an urban workshop, or makerspace, for the new digital culture; -a new service for children and families which includes a fairy tale birthday party; -a borderless space for mind recreation including relaxing, silence, and serenity; and -Lost & found, a new concept of fiction where classics are revived by current authors.
There are still 2,300 more ideas from the residents and partners to be considered. 
Conclusion
I will leave you with a quote by the American social reformer Henry-Ward Beecher (1813-1887) who said: 'Libraries are not a luxury, they are one of the necessities of life'. Never were truer words spoken, and I believe they have more relevance today than ever before, particularly in the context of our discussions today and tomorrow.
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